
epidemic in Russia of between 6–11% by 2010,
and the potential for economic decline and
geopolitical instability.2 HIV trends in
Ukraine, with many of the same socioeco-
nomic characteristics and risk factors found
in Russia—namely, large numbers of injecting
drug users (IDUs), an expanding sex industry,
internal and external migration, poor access
to health care, general economic and social
upheaval, and a recent explosive syphilis
epidemic—must therefore be examined
closely. Could Ukraine present a model for
Russia in terms of controlling the HIV
epidemic, or does Ukraine in fact represent an
ongoing epidemic inadequately described by
official statistics?

The first indication that perhaps the data
presented by Mavrov and Bondarenko1 may
not accurately reflect the ongoing HIV epi-
demic in Ukraine is the apparent contradic-
tion in table 1, which reports the prevalence of
HIV among select groups in 1998 and 1999.
While HIV prevalence for “all populations”
declined, every subpopulation increased, ex-
cept for a decline from 0.07% to 0.064%
among blood donors. Prevalence among preg-
nant women, who reflect the likely future of
the epidemic, increased by 33%.

Current official statistics in Ukraine simply
do not reflect the current status of the
epidemic, and, importantly, do not reflect the
likely future course of the epidemic. As Mav-
rov and Bondarenko report, the majority of
new HIV cases continue to be among IDUs.
This population is wary of the healthcare sec-
tor, as the acknowledgement of drug use to a
healthcare provider leads to obligatory regis-
tration and confinement for treatment, possi-
ble job loss, loss of one’s driving licence, and
criminal prosecution. Kobyshcha3 reported
that only 5% of IDUs were covered by the cur-
rent system of HIV surveillance. Rather than
the 8.6% prevalence reported by Mavrov and
Bondarenko among IDUs, cross sectional
studies have shown prevalence of between
18% and 64% (table 1).

Behavioural factors also argue against the
likelihood of a stable epidemic in Ukraine. In
a study of female sex workers (FSWs) in
Odessa conducted in 1997 and 1999, the per-
centage of FSWs reporting always using con-
doms declined (from 49% to 40%).4 A 1999
national reproductive health survey found
that 27% of women reported condom use at
the time of first sexual experience.5

A recent attempt to model the future course
of the HIV/AIDS epidemic in Ukraine, devel-
oped an “optimistic” scenario, where HIV
prevalence increased to 2% of the adult popu-
lation by 2010, and a “pessimistic” scenario,
where HIV prevalence increased to 5%.6 While
official statistics might indicate a stable

epidemic, after more than two decades of glo-
bal experience, no one should mistake the
clear evidence that an explosive epidemic is
ongoing in the Ukraine. Failing to acknowl-
edge the true nature of an epidemic has yet to
save any nation from its consequences.
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Raising awareness of UK GUM
clinic activities
In their recent letter on the sexual health
issues which face performers in the adult
entertainment industry, Gabrielsen and Bar-
ton highlight the current lack of coherent
sexual health infrastructure for this popula-
tion in the United Kingdom.1 The work of the
AIM Health Care Foundation in the United
States, is a valuable model which identifies
the unique sexual health requirements of
adult industry workers. By providing special-
ist care for the performers, AIM provides
advice and information to a group whose spe-
cific needs have been globally poorly ad-
dressed. Evidence of this is provided by the
large number of performers who choose to
access AIM Health Care for their HIV tests in
the United States.2

In the United Kingdom this would also
seem to be the case, as the few adult perform-
ers who have any form of STI screening also
prefer to use the facilities of private clinics.3

The role of GUM clinics stretches beyond an
authenticating agency for HIV certification,
which should not be allowed to become the
primary reason for contact between perform-
ers and GUM staff. Stronger emphasis needs
to be placed on re-education within the UK
industry to highlight the need for regular STI
screening, health education and promotion.
Especially since few performers have any
form of regular STI screening either in their
public or private lives.4 We believe that it may
be helpful to raise awareness of services
offered by modern GUM clinics in the United
Kingdom, by training and targeted infor-
mation for adult performers.

By taking control of sexual health the
industry will not only have healthy performers
but will also provide the viewing public with a
safer sex message that is portrayed in an
entertaining, safe and non-threatening man-
ner. Therefore, bearing in mind the complexi-
ties facing performers, the adult entertain-
ment industry should be commended for
working with core HIV/GUM services and

piloting a study into the sexual health of adult
performers. It will be of particular interest to
see whether sexual health care can be provided
for this group within the bounds of the NHS or
whether they, like their American counter-
parts, will choose to rely on private clinics to
provide them with care and information.
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Partner notification in primary
care
In the past decade chlamydia tests have
become more widely available in primary
care, and many female patients are now diag-
nosed and treated in this setting.1 2 The lack of
skills and resources for partner notification in
primary care is now a matter of public health
concern.3 We undertook a survey of GPs in
three districts in order to explore their current
practice and attitudes in relation to partner
notification and treatment.

All GPs in the Nottingham Health District
(n=367), and GPs recruited for the Chlamy-
dia Partnership Project in north London
(n=65) (a randomised trial of health adviser
led partner notification for primary care
patients) were invited to complete a short
questionnaire. The response rate was 56%.

Of the 242 respondents, 86% considered
testing for genital Chlamydia trachomatis infec-
tion in women to be a GP role, while 60.7%
considered that partner notification is not a
role of the GP; 90.5% of respondents thought
that one or more patients had had a positive
test at the practice in the preceding year.

Among GPs who had recently been involved
in managing chlamydia, 82.5% always or
sometimes managed the patient wholly
within primary care; 70.1% said they “always”
or “sometimes” managed partners. However,
responsibility for ensuring this happened was
generally devolved to the patient, since 73.8%
“always,” and 22.5% “sometimes” dealt with
partner notification by telling the patient to
get the partner treated.

GPs appeared to be well aware of the
importance of contact tracing. Respondents
were asked to state difficulties in managing
chlamydia in free text form. Of 200 GPs stat-
ing one or more difficulties, 76.5% mentioned
contact tracing. Other problems commonly
cited were follow up or compliance (21.5%),
explanation, supporting relationships and
counselling (17.5% of respondents), perceived
inadequacies of tests, mainly poor sensitivity
and invasiveness (12.5%), and the diagnosis
of coexisting infections (10.5%).

The majority of GPs (69.9%) would treat
with an appropriate antibiotic of equal or
greater dose and duration than that currently
recommended by the Central Audit Group for

Table 1 Prevalence of HIV
among injecting drug users,
2000

Site
HIV prevalence
(%)

Sample
size

Poltava 41.7 259
Donetsk 39.7 252
Kryvyi Rig 28.1 249
Odessa 64.0 293
Simferopil 27.2 261
Kharkiv 17.8 250

Source: Ministry of Health, HIV/AIDS
Surveillance in Ukraine (1987–2000),
Kyiv, Ukraine. p 30.
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